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WEST MICHIGAN VIEWPOINT
This issue of Business Outlook examines a trend among auto consumers that has the potential to
reshape the auto industry and the local economies that depend on the production of parts and the
assembly of vehicles. Instead of the traditional sedan, the new shape in vehicle preference is likely to
be a crossover vehicle (CRV) or a sport utility vehicle (SUV). Both fit on a car platform, but they are
not a traditional sedan. Instead, they are more like a light truck, and so far consumers are willing to pay
higher prices for them.
From Cars to Trucks: The Metamorphosis of the Michigan Assembly Plant

				
Opened: 1957

First car produced: Edsel, 1957–1959

Area: Five million square feet of factory floor space

Last cars produced: Ford Focus, Ford C-Max Hybrid, both of which

Location: Wayne, Michigan

were discontinued in May 2018

Capacity: 5,300 units/week
Employs: Approximately 2,000 workers

First retooled: In 1964 to produce a pickup truck, the first F-100

Number of suppliers: 179 in the United States; 200 more

Latest retool: In 2018 to produce a pickup truck, the

worldwide

reintroduction of the Ford Ranger for 2019. The reintroduction

Purchases: $1 billion in parts from Michigan-based supplier

of the Ford Bronco SUV will follow in 2020.

companies, including 80 Michigan tier one suppliers
Contributes: $3 billion to the state gross product

Cost of previous conversion in 2009: $550 million

Hiatus: Plant shut down in May and will reopen in October

Cost of 2018 conversion: $850 million

On April 25, Ford Motor Company made the first move by announcing it will discontinue all cars in the North
American market, except for the iconic Mustang and variations of the Focus, which will be manufactured in China. Gone
from the lineup are the Taurus, once the best-selling car in the United States, the Fusion, the C-Max Hybrid, and the
Fiesta. It’s likely that the high-end Lincoln brands will also disappear—these sedans include the MKZ and the Continental.
It was only a few years ago that Ford eliminated its Mercury line of sedans. Perhaps the demise of Mercury was a
precursor for this recent announcement.
To make the switch from sedans to light trucks (a.k.a. CRVs and SUVs), Ford will, for at least five months, idle its
Michigan Assembly Plant near Detroit to retool for the reintroduction of the Ford Ranger, a light truck variety. The
Michigan Assembly Plant, which opened in 1957 producing the legendary Edsel, employs about 2,000 workers, and before
its scheduled shutdown in May it produced both the Focus and the C-Max Hybrid. Ford decided to convert the plant to
light trucks even as the Michigan Assembly Plant produced 39 percent more vehicles in the first three months of this year
than during the same time last year. However, previously, sales of the Focus and C-Max Hybrid had plummeted from a
high of 331,000 in 2013 to 84,000 last year; the descent prompted layoffs of hundreds of workers a few years ago. When
the plant reopens in October, it will begin production of the new Ranger, a midsized pickup, followed soon by the Bronco.
Both are nameplates from the past, but the company hopes they will catch consumers’ fancy into the future.
What does this conversion from cars to trucks mean for West Michigan? Putting nostalgia aside, the region will benefit
significantly from this shift, according to our estimates, which are based on the Upjohn REMI model (Regional Economic
Models Inc.). Once the plant in Detroit is fully operational, we estimate that 1,140 net jobs will be supported in west
Michigan, primarily through the expansive supply chain for trucks. While the demise of car production will eliminate 360
jobs in west Michigan, these jobs will be replaced by many more higher-paying jobs, averaging $70,000 a year compared to
$56,000 for those jobs related to auto production. The reason for higher wages and more jobs is that trucks come better
equipped, with more technology and amenities than the fairly basic and lower-margin cars. More content in a truck means
more opportunities for suppliers in west Michigan.
Even though the Michigan Assembly Plant is across the state in Wayne, it has significant influence on the west Michigan
economy. According to our estimates from the REMI model, additional jobs will pop up along the supply chain, including
220 in production and material handling, 120 in management-related occupations, 60 in health care, 30 in construction
occupations, and another 20 in educational occupations and police and fire services. Many more jobs will be created to
support the workers in these occupations and their families.
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NATIONAL ECONOMY
The announcement by the Ford Motor Company that it will basically stop producing cars
for the North American market accentuates the trend from cars to CRVs and SUVs and light
trucks that has been building for years (see figure below). In addition to the conversion at
Ford’s Michigan Assembly Plant in Wayne, Michigan, General Motors will suspend the second
shift at its Lordstown, Ohio, plant, where it makes the Cruze, a small sedan. The GM decision
alone will idle 1,500 workers. Most likely, the Michigan Assembly Plant and the Lordstown plant
are only the first among many that will soon be either converted to trucks or shuttered.
U.S. Auto and Light Truck Sales, 2012–2018

US Auto and Light Truck Sales, seasonally adjusted annual rate
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It hasn’t been that long ago that high oil prices pushed gasoline above $3 a gallon and truck sales tanked. In May
2006, the New York Times ran an article titled “High Oil Prices Hurt U.S. Sales of SUVs” (May 3, 2006), in which it
reported that SUVs and pickup trucks were among the vehicles that had the sharpest sales drops, with the Ford
Explorer down 42 percent compared with April 2005 and the Jeep Grand Cherokee having declined 41 percent.
The article quoted several analysts, including Ford’s chief sales analyst, as remarking that many of the SUVs were
planned for an era of $1.50 a gallon gasoline. It is difficult now to imagine a world with gas prices that low; the last
time was in December 2003, and prices have never been that low since.
Retail Gasoline Prices (all formulations, all grades, Midwest)
Retail Gasoline Prices (all formulations, all grades, Midwest)
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So, what makes Ford and other automakers so sanguine about light trucks, when gas prices are once again in the
$3-a-gallon range (bottom figure, previous page), with prospects of going higher? One reason is an increase in fuel
efficiency. For example, the fuel efficiency of the 2018 Ford Explorer, a standard all-wheel-drive SUV, has increased
25 percent over its comparable model in 2005, from 20 miles per gallon to 25 miles per gallon (highway). Even the
standard pickup truck now has higher gas mileage. The Ford F-150, for example, gets 24 miles per gallon today
compared to 20 miles per gallon in 2005 (EPA, Fuel Efficiency Guide). Yet, even with the greater fuel efficiency,
drivers of the F-150 are paying 13 percent more at the pump to operate them than they did in 2005.
Although these changes in fuel efficiency may not seem that dramatic, consumers seem to respond positively
to even relatively small increases. A recent study showed that sales of SUVs, CRVs, and light trucks that increased
gas mileage by 10 percent or more between 2011 and 2016 rose 59 percent, compared to sales increases of only 41
percent for these types of vehicles with fuel efficiency increases of less than 10 percent . The study cites the Toyota
RAV4, which increased its fuel efficiency by 10 miles per gallon and saw a sales increase of 166 percent. An update
to the study concludes that the most popular vehicles have significantly increased their fuel efficiency, which would
not have happened without current fuel efficiency requirements.
The success of this strategy for the U.S. economy depends upon stable gas prices and stable trade relations.
Gas prices have risen 30 percent since last year at this time and are now flirting with $3 per gallon. A decision by
Consumer Confidence and Change in Consumer Debt
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Figure 2 Consumer Confidence and Change in Consumer Debt
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Personal consumption continues to drive
the U.S. economy and looks to continue
to grow, as consumer confidence recently
reached its highest level yet, approaching
a mark of 130. The forecast for 2018,
compiled by the Federal Reserve Bank of
Philadelphia from the Survey of Professional
Forecasters, suggests that growth will
remain at about 2.5 percent through the
end of the year—still well above the 10-year
moving average.
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the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) to limit production has increased prices, and political
uncertainty among nations has conspired to raise the price of crude oil from just under $50 a barrel in the first
quarter of 2017 to the mid-$60 range. The increased fuel costs, if the mid-2000s are any indication—particularly if
they are abrupt—could put a damper on the auto industry as it pursues its new strategy.
A possible trade war could also affect vehicle sales. The administration has threatened to slap tariffs on many
imports as a means to create better bilateral trade agreements. The administration argues that our current trade
deals are unfair, as trading partners already impose tariffs, demand local content and final assembly, and limit access
to markets.
Negotiations to update the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) continue. If these negotiations
break down, relations with major trading partners Canada and Mexico would suffer, and our neighbors could
impose tariffs in retaliation for ending NAFTA. This could cost jobs in export industries, as American goods would
be priced higher, and it could also reduce consumption, as the cost of imports would rise. While the Ford F-150 is
made exclusively in the United States, many Chevy trucks are made in Mexico.
Much of the recent investment in the auto sector in Mexico, according to the Center for Automotive Research
in Ann Arbor, stems from trade agreements with Mexico through NAFTA that allow the country to export vehicles
to the United States. Without the NAFTA provisions, Mexico could experience higher supply-chain costs and so
might decide to move production offshore to countries with lower costs.
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GREAT LAKES ECONOMY
The strong shift in predilection among consumers away from traditional cars to CRVs, SUVs,
and light trucks has also affected the Great Lakes states, of course. Besides the changes that
Ford Motor Company announced to its lineup produced at the Michigan Automotive Plant in
Wayne, Michigan—discussed on the preceding pages—plants in other Great Lakes states are
also grappling with this move to CRVs and SUVs. Here is a sampling of developments across the
five Great Lakes states reflecting this trend.
Change in Automotive-Plant Production
in Three Great Lakes States, 2007–2017
Michigan: Fiat Chrysler Automobiles (FCA)
ceased production of the Chrysler 200 at its Sterling
Heights Assembly Plant in December 2016, as sales
of the midsized sedan had plummeted by more than
60 percent, forcing layoffs and shift eliminations.
The Sterling Heights plant subsequently received a
$1.49 billion retooling to build the Ram 1500 pickup
(production began in January) and the all-new, fullsize Jeep Wagoneer, which may debut in 2020.1
Illinois: The Belvidere Assembly Plant, an FCA
factory which opened in 1965, previously made
various compact sedans for Dodge, including the
Caliber and the Dart. The facility also produced
the Compass and Patriot SUV models for Jeep until
production of those recently moved to Toluca,
Mexico. So, as of 2017, the plant only produces the
Jeep Cherokee crossover SUV, the latest version of
which was unveiled this past January at the North
American International Auto Show in Detroit.
Prior to that, successive editions of the Cherokee
had gradually shed its boxy shape, and it now has
completely assumed the sleek lines of a CRV.
Ohio: General Motors eliminated several
SOURCE: Automotive News.
hundred jobs at its Lordstown plant this spring as
the automaker adapts to the markedly slower demand for cars. The cuts were scheduled to take effect in midJune, when the plant will slow production by halting one of its two shifts. Until this month, the Lordstown plant
employed slightly less than 3,000 workers, but up to half of these could be affected by the downsizing.
The plant builds only the Chevy Cruze, which comes in compact and hatchback versions and has been
produced since 2008. However, sales of the Cruze have declined 28 percent this year—a drop more than twice
as steep as car sales in general, which have fallen off by just over 13 percent, according to the firm Autodata. Last
year, GM sold 184,000 Cruze vehicles in the United States. That number was down 32 percent from just four
years ago, when the Cruze surpassed 273,000 in unit sales. Until early 2017, the plant had run assembly lines on
all three shifts, but the gradual slide in sales forced it to cut back to two shifts, and this month it goes to one.2
Indiana: Indiana’s Fort Wayne Assembly Plant, a factory in Roanoke employing 3,900 workers, produces
vehicles on the company’s GMT K2XX vehicle platform, including the Chevrolet Silverado, which began
production there this year, and the Silverado’s mechanically identical twin, the GMC Sierra, both full-size pickups.
This spring, the plant was looking to add workers to its second and third shifts, with plenty of overtime available.3
Wisconsin: Wisconsin has no automotive assembly plants, since the Janesville plant closed in 2009.
1. Chicago Tribune, “Fiat Chrysler to Move Jeep SUV Production from Belvidere to Mexico,” April 27, 2016.
2. CNBC.com, “GM cuts several hundred jobs at Ohio plant as car sales continue to slide,” April 13, 2018.
3. WPTA21.com, “Fort Wayne Assembly Plant Looking for Production Workers,” March 19, 2018.
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AUTO INDUSTRY UPDATE
Light trucks, which include pickups, CRVs, and SUVs, have overtaken traditional automobiles
in the industry. As light truck production has been climbing above 11 million units (the annual
rate in recent years has ranged from 11.2 to 11.9 million), light trucks’ share of total sales shot
up from 63 percent in September 2017 to 68 percent in the first quarter of this year (figure
below). The strength of the light truck market, which includes not only full- and midsized
pickups but also crossovers and sport utility vehicles, was underscored in late April when Ford
Motor Company announced that it would cease production in this country of all current-model
cars for the North American market with the exception of the Mustang. The move to nearly
an all–light truck portfolio of vehicles was based on a number of factors, including market
preferences, increased fuel efficiency in the sector, expected stability in the price of gasoline, as
well as better returns per unit from light truck sales versus sedans.
Monthly Lightweight Vehicle Sales, Autos vs. Light Trucks
(millions of units, seasonally adjusted annual rate)
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As for vehicle sales overall, are total sales experiencing a regression to the mean? We know that over time,
trends will settle back to an average. Using a prerecession average from 2000 to 2007 of about 16.8 million
units, we’ve been expecting a return to that level. And we’re not alone in our thinking. The Research Seminar
in Quantitative Economics (RSQE) at the University of Michigan is forecasting a similar trend, at 17.0 million
units for 2018 and 16.9 million units for 2019. But the end of the first quarter provided a surprise at 17.5 million
annualized units, up from 17.1 million for February, and well above the Moody’s Analytics estimate of 16.8 million
annualized units.
RSQE estimates that about 7.1 million units, or about 42 percent of all sales in both 2018 and 2019, will
come from domestic producers. This is consistent with its findings for 2017, but the domestics are losing a little
market share, down from 42.7 percent in 2016. Only the Big Three do final assembly in Michigan, and Ford’s
announcement idled the Michigan Assembly Plant and its 2,000 workers in Wayne in early May, before the plant
retools and starts back up again in October to produce the Ranger, a midsized pickup being reintroduced after a
several-year hiatus. (In 2020 it will also produce a redesigned version of the Bronco, an SUV.) Through the end of
the first quarter, the plant produced 60,118 Focus sedans and 2,656 C-Max hybrids.
Across all nameplates through the end of the first quarter, Michigan producers rolled out 146,311 cars and
373,222 trucks from the assembly line. Total Michigan production of vehicles year-over-year was down just
over 9 percent. The largest loser was—not surprisingly—autos, which dropped almost 21 percent, while truck
production was down nearly 4 percent. When the final numbers for Michigan for 2018 are in, it is expected
that total production will be down, even if only from idling the Michigan Assembly Plant from May to October.
However, analysts at the Center for Automotive Research (CAR) predict that this shift to producing light trucks
at the plant will be a good thing for the state, as demand for this sector continues to rise.
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STATE OF MICHIGAN ECONOMY
In the front sections of this issue, we delve into what could be a sea change in automobile
production—a subject that affects Michigan more than any other industry. Auto manufacturers
have gotten the message that consumers want crossover vehicles (CRVs) and sport utility
vehicles (SUVs). Traditional cars are declining in their appeal. So the industry has begun moving
in the direction of light trucks, which include pickups, CRVs, and SUVs. In this section, we look
at what that change could mean for Michigan.
On April 25, 2018, the earth shook—well, at least in Michigan. On that day, Ford Motor
Company announced it would cease production of all but two of its models for the North
American market. The company intends to continue to produce the Mustang in Flat Rock,
Michigan, and in China it will come out with the Focus Active, which will be produced for the
2019 market, according to Automotive News. Gone is the Fiesta, as well as mainstays Taurus and
Fusion.
U.S. Light
Vehicle Sales
andand
Inventories
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Why? Likely for two reasons. First, the market preference among buyers has shifted to light trucks over cars.
It is important to note that while many think of trucks as the F-150, RAM, and Silverado, most crossover (CUV)
and sport utility (SUV) vehicles are built on a car platform, and so they are classified as “light” trucks. A second
reason for the decision is likely based on profitability: the industry has reported for quite some time that cars
tend to be low-margin sales and most profits come from higher-margin trucks, CUVs, and SUVs.
What does this mean for Michigan? In the first quarter of 2018, car production for Ford at the Michigan
Assembly Plant in Wayne was up nearly 40 percent from 2017, where the plant produced a combination of
C-Max and Focus. In 2017 the plant produced 45,158 cars, and in the same period in 2018 it produced 62,774
units according to Automotive News. Despite this increase, on March 2, the company submitted a Worker
Adjustment and Retraining Notice (WARN) to the state indicating a mass layoff of all 2,000 workers at the
Michigan Assembly Plant effective in early May. The same day, Automotive News reported Ford would retool the
plant and reopen in October to produce the new version of the Ford Ranger pickup, as well as the new version
of the Bronco SUV, which Road and Track reports will be out for the 2020 model year. The last Ranger was
produced in 2011, and the last Bronco was produced in 1996.
So is this good or bad news for the state? Certainly, any new capital investment in a final assembly plant and
retaining jobs is a win. Using the Upjohn Institute’s economic impact and forecasting model provided by Regional
Economic Models Inc. (REMI), we can estimate the impact of the switch on the state. Based on the REMI model, for
every job producing cars at the Wayne plant, another four jobs are produced across the state. These are due not
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Production Numbers for Michigan Assembly Plants, 2017 Q1 and 2018 Q1

				
Flat Rock (cars)
Ford Mustang
Lincoln Continental
Total
Michigan Assembly (Wayne) (cars)
Ford C-Max
Ford Focus
Ranger
Total

Status for
2019

1st qtr.
2018

1st qtr.
2017

Change, 2017–
2018 (%)

In production
Questionable

28,558
5,284
33,842

41,805
9,924
51,729

−31.7

2,656
60,118

4,667
40,491

−43.1

62,774

45,158

39.0

Gone
Gone
New

−46.8
−34.6

48.5

Dearborn Platform Truck Assembly (trucks)
Ford F-Series (13th gen., aluminum body)
Total

In production

98,242
98,242

97,244
97,244

1.0
1.0

Detroit Chassis (trucks)
Ford F-Series platform
Total

In production

5,248
5,248

5,608
5,608

−6.4

189,737
625,229
62,774
33,842
103,490
50.92
16.55
24.55

202,936
616,319
45,158
51,729
102,852
47.74
16.69
24.38

−6.5

Total cars
Total trucks
Car discontinued
Car kept
Trucks
Share of cars (%)
Share of trucks (%)
Share of all vehicles (%)

−6.4

1.4
39.0
−34.6
0.6
6.7
−0.8
0.7

SOURCE: Automotive News.

only to the supply chain but also to households providing labor for goods and services to both the direct jobs as
well as the suppliers. For the latter, think of convenience stores, restaurants, and health care as examples.
So each job going to a Michigan Assembly Plant worker has, in the past, produced four tangential jobs. But
with the plant converting to light trucks and utility vehicles, that spinoff effect will triple: the number of additional
jobs estimated when the plant begins production of light trucks is about 12 new jobs per direct production
worker.
Why such a big difference? Cars tend to be less complex, with few amenities, and so are less costly. Light
trucks, on the other hand, often have more complex lines (variations in a particular brand), more amenities,
and more technology—all of which can require a more extensive supply chain and then correspondingly more
households to support the direct and supplier-based workforce.
In the long run, for Michigan, this spells only good things, according to Yen Chen, a researcher at the Center
for Automotive Research (CAR) in Ann Arbor. While the demand for the existing product at the plant was
declining, the demand for light trucks, including CUVs and SUVs, will likely continue to grow, as oil prices are
expected to be stable and these vehicles have become more fuel efficient.
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BATTLE CREEK MSA
In this section of Business Outlook, in which we look at conditions in the various MSAs, we
are continuing to examine changes since the Great Recession, just as we did with the previous
issue. This time around, we focus on occupations and wages. Although the Great Recession
began in December 2007 and ended in May 2009, its effects lasted for several years. In this and
the following MSAs, we look at occupational and wage changes from 2007 to 2016, as well as
the top current job postings.
Employment Change by Occupation, 2007–2016 (%)
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Health practitioners by far and away
showed the largest growth of any Battle
Creek industry over the past decade.
Construction jobs were the worst hit,
as new building for single family homes
sputtered after the Great Recession.
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From 2007 to 2016, the largest growth in occupations occurred in health care: employment in health
practitioner occupations grew by 70 percent over the period (figure above). This growth may reflect aging
demographics in the Battle Creek area, as discussed in previous issues of Business Outlook. Production
occupations improved by over 21 percent, stronger than might have been expected. Construction occupations
are down by over 31 percent, which may be due to a lack of new home construction in the past decade. New
building for single family homes has not recovered from the Great Recession.
Annual Earnings Change, 2007–2016
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SOURCE: U.S. Census, American Community Survey.
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Wage growth for Battle Creek workers
since 2007 has been only about half as
much as for Michiganders, and only about
one-fifth as much as for workers nationally.

Employment Change and Median Annual Earnings, 2007–2016
3,000
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Employment change

White-collar jobs experienced the most
recovery after the Great Recession.
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Wage growth in Battle Creek has been slow compared to that of the nation and the state (bottom figure, p.
8). Median wages have improved by only $785 from 2007 to 2016. The bubble figure (above) shows employment
growth by median wage for major occupation groups. Bubble size corresponds to the relative size of the
occupation group. Overall wage growth may have been hampered by the decline in employment of several
occupations, including construction and installation occupations.
The final figure (below) shows the top job postings for 2017, according to Labor Insight, a job-market data
program from Burning Glass Technologies. As with 10-year wage growth, the greatest number of job postings
in 2017 occurred in the field of health care practitioners. These occupations include medical doctors, nurses,
technicians, and others. Sales and management occupations formed the next-highest group of occupations.
Job Postings for 2017 (%)
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Health-care occupations edged sales for
the most job postings in Battle Creek
during 2017.
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GRAND RAPIDS–WYOMING MSA
The Grand Rapids–Wyoming MSA has fared perhaps the best of any metropolitan statistical
area in west Michigan since the beginning of the Great Recession in 2007, in terms of
occupational and wage changes. Indeed, all occupations shown in the figure just below are “in
the black”—reflecting employment growth—whereas other MSAs were mixed to some degree
between employment gains and losses.
Employment Change by Occupation, 2007–2016 (%)
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The striking thing about the Grand Rapids
results for changes in employment is
that every single category increased in
employment over the past decade—the
only MSA to achieve this.
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Employment improved across all occupations in the Grand Rapids–Wyoming MSA from 2007 to 2016 (figure
above). Healthcare practitioner occupations grew by nearly 80 percent. Architecture and engineering occupations
came in a close second. While our data do not show more detail within the occupational group, if the area follows
the national pattern, relatively few of this occupational group are architects—most are likely engineers.
Wage growth has been strong in the area relative to the state of Michigan. Annual wages (not adjusted for
inflation) improved by $2,369 from 2007 to 2016 (figure below). Strong wage growth may have been aided by
Annual Earnings Change, 2007–2016
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Grand Rapids workers fared better than
Michigan workers as a whole in terms of
earnings following the Great Recession, but
still did only about half as well as workers
nationally.

Employment Change and Median Annual Earnings, 2007–2016

This figure illustrates, like the bar graph
at the top of the previous page, that
all industries in Grand Rapids gained
employment from their levels going into
the Great Recession.
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strong growth in management and business occupations, which improved by more than 70,000 jobs and currently
show median wages of over $50,000.
Top available occupations in 2017, as reported by Labor Insight, a job-market data program from Burning
Glass Technologies, were closely split between sales, health care, and office occupations. Production,
transportation, and material-moving occupation postings were relatively low in number, though these
occupations may not be accurately reflected, as some manufacturing organizations chose not to post job
openings online, but rather hired through temporary staffing agencies.
Job Postings for 2017 (%)
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Health-care practitioners and technical
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Sales finished at the top in terms of share
of job postings last year, which is somewhat
odd, since it finished at the bottom in
terms of percentage of employment gains
(see top figure, previous page).
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HOLLAND–OTTAWA COUNTY
The Holland–Ottawa County MSA, in terms of occupations and wages, has performed fairly
well in the decade since the Great Recession struck. It is troubling, however, that, as of 2016,
key industries such as construction and production were still in the red, as shown in the figure
just below, meaning jobs in those industries have not recovered to where they were at the
beginning of the recession in 2007.
Employment Change by Occupation, 2007–2016 (%)
Architecture and engineering
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Food preparation and serving

39.8

Office and administrative support
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Production workers declined by almost one
in eight in the decade following the Great
Recession, even though manufacturing
makes up about 30 percent of Ottawa
County’s jobs.
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Architecture and engineering jobs were the largest-growing occupation (figure above), but food preparation
occupations were the second-largest, which seems an odd contrast: the first category represents a shift toward
the knowledge economy, while the second comprises lower-skilled occupations. Production occupations declined
during this period, and that is also odd, considering that manufacturing reflects 30 percent of Ottawa County’s
employment.
Annual Earnings Change, 2007–2016
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Holland workers’ wage gains were on par
with those of workers in Battle Creek and
Kalamazoo—about $800 over the decade
since the start of the Great Recession.

Employment Change and Median Annual Earnings, 2007–2016
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Flat wages may explain why there seems to
be little connection between occupational
growth and median wages among Ottawa
County industries.
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Wages increased modestly in the area compared to the state of Michigan and the nation as a whole. These
data are not adjusted for inflation, which suggests that wages may be declining in real terms as other costs
increase.
Flat wages may explain the bubble figure (above), which seems to show little connection between
occupational growth and median wages for those occupations. High- and low-wage occupations grew, while midwage jobs declined in the area from 2007 to 2016.
According to Labor Insight, a job-market data program from Burning Glass Technologies, job postings in 2017
were largest for production occupations (figure below). These occupations declined from 2007 to 2016, which
suggests that the job posting data either reflect replacement for workers leaving those occupations or employers
catching up after years of decline.
Job Postings for 2017 (%)
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Production jobs led the way in 2017
in share of job postings, despite—or
perhaps because of—having lost the most
employment share of any industry (see top
figure, p. 12).
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KALAMAZOO-PORTAGE MSA
While occupational changes in the Kalamazoo-Portage MSA reflected fairly strong growth
over the decade from 2007 to 2016, marking 10 years since the start of the Great Recession,
wages did not—they demonstrated little growth over the decade. Indeed, nearly flat wage
growth is a problem in many west Michigan areas. Nevertheless, most occupations either
gained jobs or held even from where they were at the start of the recession.
Employment Change by Occupation, 2007–2016 (%)
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Health-care support and health-care
practitioners are way out ahead of every
other industry in employment gains since
the Great Recession. Only office and
administrative support occupations lost
jobs to any substantial degree.
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From 2007 to 2016, most occupations increased in the Kalamazoo area (figure above). Health-care occupations
posted the largest gains. Health-care support, which includes nurses’ aides and orderlies, increased by over 88
percent. Health-care practitioners—doctors, nurses, and technicians—combine to form the second-largest growing
occupation, increasing by about half as much. Sales and office occupations shrank slightly over the 10-year period.
Wage growth was less robust in the area: annual wages increased by $785 from 2007 to 2016, which was far
less than in the nation as a whole and only half as much as in the state of Michigan (figure below). These data
Annual Earnings Change, 2007–2016
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Wage growth in Kalamazoo over the past
decade was only $785—exactly the same
as for Battle Creek.

Employment Change and Median Annual Earnings, 2007–2016
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Sales and office job losses in Kalamazoo
were more than balanced out by big gains
in service, blue-collar, and white-collar jobs
since the Great Recession.
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are not adjusted for inflation, which suggests that the Kalamazoo-Portage area may actually have shrunk in real
terms, meaning relative to the cost of living.
The bubble figure (above) shows employment growth on the vertical axis and median wages for the
occupation groups on the horizontal, with the size of the bubble representing the relative size of the industry.
The relatively flat wages indicate that job growth and decline do not show any relationship to wages. Lowwage service occupations grew, as did high-wage management occupations. Mid-wage sales occupations, which
represent a decent amount of the area’s employment, contracted from 2007 to 2016.
Figures for 2017 from Labor Insight, a job-market data program from Burning Glass Technologies, show the
top job postings from Internet sites (below). Health-care practitioners made up the largest percentage of job
postings. Sales occupations were the second-largest. But sales and office occupational employment fell from 2007
to 2016, suggesting that the number of postings may reflect replacements and turnover, not job growth.
Job Postings for 2017 (%)

Although sales occupations accounted
for the second-highest share of Internet
job postings in 2017, employment in sales
and office jobs fell in the past decade (top
figure, opposite page). Hence, the high
number of postings may reflect turnover,
not actual growth.
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MUSKEGON MSA
Although several occupations in the Muskegon MSA did well over the past decade in terms
of adding employment, Muskegon workers, on average, took home $36 less in annual salary in
2016 than they did in 2007, at the beginning of the Great Recession—essentially treading water.
Production and transportation were a drag on both wages and employment.
Employment Change by Occupation, 2007–2016 (%)
Health-care support

In an odd juxtaposition, health-care
support (nurses’ aides, orderlies) increased
nearly 75 percent in employment, while
health-care practitioners (nurses, doctors)
actually declined in employment over the
past decade.
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From 2007 to 2016, the largest growth in occupations occurred in health-care support (figure above). These
occupations include nurses’ aides, orderlies, and other occupations in health care that provide support to
the practitioners. However, health-care practitioner occupations fell by 3.2 percent in the decade. The nextlargest occupational growth was in cleaning and maintenance. Strong gains in the leading four occupations were
tempered by losses in several others.
Annual wages were essentially flat from 2007 to 2016, falling by $36 (figure below). These data are not
adjusted for inflation, which suggests that real wages actually declined even more in the area.
Annual Earnings Change, 2007–2016
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Wage earners in Muskegon saw their
paychecks diminish by an average of $36
from where they were in 2007. Adjusted
for inflation, they dropped even more.

Employment Change and Median Annual Earnings, 2007–2016
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In contrast to the Kalamazoo-Portage
MSA, where sales and office jobs suffered,
sales and office occupations in Muskegon
did quite well, leading the way for the area.
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moving
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The bubble figure (above) shows the employment growth compared to the growth of median wages by
major occupation. The size of the bubble represents the relative size of the occupation in the area. Job growth
was spread across high- and low-wage jobs. Production and transportation occupations declined along with
installation occupations. These occupations have middle to higher wages in the area, which may explain the
stagnant wage growth.
In 2017, the largest job postings according to Labor Insight, a job-market data program from Burning Glass
Technologies, were for health-care practitioners, at nearly 19.8 percent of total job postings (figure below).
Health-care support occupations, while also posting large growth through the past decade, made up only 5.7
percent of job postings in 2017.
Job Postings for 2017 (%)

Although health-care support workers had
by far the biggest gains in employment (top
figure, previous page), they accounted for
less than 6 percent of Internet job postings.
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NILES–BENTON HARBOR MSA
The Niles–Benton Harbor MSA has had its share of difficulties in the decade since the Great
Recession, suffering employment losses in many occupations. As a result, the top figures shown
on these two pages tend to be bottom heavy, with many occupations falling below the breakeven point in employment change. Surprisingly, however, the MSA had the greatest increase in
earnings of any west Michigan MSA save Grand Rapids.
Employment Change by Occupation, 2007–2016 (%)
Business and financial operations

It was a mixed bag in Benton Harbor, as
about half of occupations gained workers
over the past decade but the other half lost
workers.
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Occupational growth in the region was mixed: some occupations grew, but just as many fell over the 10 years
(figure above). Overall job growth in the area was essentially flat from 2007 through 2016. In previous issues of
Business Outlook, we have discussed the growth in the hospitality sector of the area. Food preparation and serving
employment fell during the decade, but it could be that hotel employment was driving the growth in that sector.
Unfortunately, hotel employment is spread throughout several occupations, making it difficult to say for certain.
Hotel employees can be found in occupations as varied as management, cleaning and maintenance, and sales,
which formed some of the largest occupations exhibiting growth.
Annual Earnings Change, 2007–2016
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Benton Harbor workers, while outpacing
Michigan workers as a whole in wage gains
since the Great Recession, lost further
ground to U.S. workers, whose paychecks
rose twice as much.

Employment Change and Median Annual Earnings, 2007–2016
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Service occupations were the main bright
spot in the Benton Harbor economy, as the
category added about 50 jobs per year over
the past decade.
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Earnings have improved in the area compared to the state of Michigan, but they were outpaced by growth in the
nation as a whole (bottom figure, previous page). This improvement was somewhat unexpected, as some higherwage jobs, including production, shrank over the decade, while lower-wage jobs, including services, increased.
The bubble chart (above) shows employment growth for occupational groups compared to median earnings.
The size of the bubble represents the relative size of the occupational group. Management, business, science, and
arts occupations make up the largest group, but they shrank slightly from 2007 to 2016.
The last figure (below) shows the top job postings in the area for 2017. Data from Labor Insight, a job-market
data program from Burning Glass Technologies, show that the two largest job postings were for health care and
transportation occupations. Sales and related occupations made up the third largest postings during 2017.
Job Postings for 2017 (%)
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The Niles–Benton Harbor area
experienced a healthy distribution of
job postings among several different
occupational categories. Even though
transportation lost one in six workers over
the past decade (top figure, previous page),
it nearly led the way in job postings in
2017—either a sign of turnover or that the
industry is rebounding.
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GOOGLE TREND DATA ON LIGHT TRUCKS VERSUS SMALL CARS
In the front sections of this issue we have discussed the shift away from small vehicle
production to light pickups, CRVs, and SUVs. These figures show Google Trend data regarding
interest in autos in the west Michigan area. Note that data collection methods have changed
twice since 2007, causing the index to jump in January 2011 and January 2015.
Percentage Change in Interest in the Google Search Topic
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Aside from jumps in 2011 and 2015 when
data collection methods changed, the trend
measuring interest in small cars has been
generally downward, although it has held
steady in the past couple of years.

100

80

60

40

20

0

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011*

2012

2013

2014

2015*

2016

2017

2018

* Data collection changed

The first figure shows the change in Google searches on small cars, specifically “microcars and city cars,”
according to Google Trends. The index spiked in Summer 2008 during a surge in fuel prices that occurred in
the middle of the Great Recession, but then began trending downward. Disregarding the sudden jump in 2011
and looking at the interest level from 2011 through 2015, we see that the number of searches for smaller cars
continued to decline. Interest appears to have stabilized from 2015 to the present.
For light trucks and SUVs, the pattern looks similar from 2007 to 2011 as it does for small cars, with interest
declining. However, from 2011 to 2015, searches for larger vehicles flattened out while small-car searches
continued their decline. And for the period from 2015 to the present, interest in larger vehicles has been on the
increase. We cannot determine whether interest in SUVs is higher in the area than in 2007, and these data do not
reflect national trends in car purchases. But the increase in searches for trucks and SUVs in west Michigan since
2015 suggests that regional residents are more interested in purchasing larger vehicles than they were in the past.
Percentage Change in Interest in the Google Search Topic
Relative“Trucks
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Interest in light trucks and SUVs, which
was falling 10 years ago, stabilized in the
early 2010s and now is on the rise.
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